Doppler ultrasound of the testis in azoospermic subjects as a parameter of testicular function.
Azoospermia frequently represents the end-point of different pathological conditions that cause important quantitative and qualitative alterations of both spermatogenesis and testicular structure, including intratesticular blood vessels. In this study we performed colour Doppler ultrasound of the testis in 12 azoospermic subjects affected by primary testicular pathology (four bilateral post-orchitis, four postradiotheraphy for cancer, four post-traumatic) aged 28.2+/-3.3 (mean+/-SD) years, in six subjects affected by obstructive azoospermia aged 29.7+/-2.4 years and in 20 age-matched fertile subjects (aged 28.6+/-2.5 years). The analysis of intratesticular vessels per organ was quantified using a semiquantitative score: category 0, no vessels visible; category 1, between one and three intratesticular vessels visible; and category 2, more than three vessels visible. In obstructive azoospermic patients and in fertile subjects there were always more than three intratesticular vessels. No intratesticular vessels were detected in eight testes (33.3%) and fewer than three vessels in 16 testes (66.6%) in subjects affected by primary testicular pathology. In azoospermic subjects the testicular structure of the testis was evaluated by diagnostic fine needle aspiration cytology (FNAC) performed in the middle portion of the testis. In non-obstructive azoospermic patients this procedure showed the presence of only Sertoli cells in all cases. When detectable vessels were present, a new aspiration was performed in these areas. In 12 out of 16 cases, spermatogenetic cells including mature spermatozoa, were found when the FNAC was performed in testicular regions showing the presence of blood vessels. These results indicate that colour Doppler sonography of the testis may be useful in the differential diagnosis of azoospermia and suggest the evaluation of the intratesticular blood vessel distribution before performing any method to retrieve intratesticular spermatozoa for intracytoplasmic sperm injection.